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ÁDescribe the history of collaborative work by 

ERDC, American Bird Conservancy, and 

USFWS to recover endangered least terns

ÁProvide an overview of Section 7(a)(1) of the 

Endangered Species Act and how we used the 

power of the Act to help achieve recovery

Overview
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ÁLeast terns are colonial, fish-eating migratory 

birds that nest on bare ground in a variety of 

open habitats on rivers and along coasts 

Least Tern (Sternula antillarum) 
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Least Terns in North America

Three populations, two with federal ESA status 

1. California - includes Western Mexico 

2. Interior = all LETE > 50 mi. from Gulf Coast 

3. Atlantic Coast ïincludes Gulf Coast, Caribbean
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~14,000 ~54,000  

Coastal

~17,500
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ÁAny Least Tern 

nesting > 50 

mi. from the 

Gulf of Mexico 

(USFWS 1985)
Á Long lived (>20 years)

Á Highly mobile 

Á Highly adaptable

What is an ñInteriorò Least 

Tern? 

Courtesy:  C. Lott, 

ABC, 2012
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ÁILT nest on or adjacent to large rivers of the 

Great Plains and in the Lower Mississippi Valley

ÁEight rivers with ILT populations >500 adults: 

Mississippi, Red, Arkansas, Missouri, Platte, 

Cimarron, Canadian, Rio Grande/Pecos*

ÁLower Mississippi has order of magnitude more 

birds/habitat than all other populations

ñInteriorò Least Terns 
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Problem

üESA concerns have impacted USACE mission areas for 

>40 years

ü ILT occur in 5 USACE Divisions and 11 Districts

üUSACE costs to monitor ILT populations, manage 

habitat, and comply with Biological Opinions often 

exceed $10 million/year

ü There has been no formal Recovery Team

üRecovery cannot be secured without evaluating the 

population consequences of multiple chronic threats 

under alternative management strategies
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Á2016:  Start with the end result ïa petition to delist 

the Interior Least Tern appears imminent

Ʒ If successful, removes ESA protection

ƷEliminates Section 7(a)(2) responsibilities and associated 

costs of compliance

ƷSafeguards remain in place through ESA Section 7(a)(1) 

and post-listing monitoring plan

Ʒ ILT would still receive federal protection (MBTA)

History
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ÁStart with the end result ïa petition to delist the 

Interior Least Tern appears imminent

Á2003-2005:  Coastal engineering and shoreline-

dependent birds (DOER)

HISTORY
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Dedicated to achieving conservation 

results for birds of the Americas.
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